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(54) Low NOx combustion process 

(57) A low NO x combustion process is carried out 
by reacting low concentrations of combustibles with low 
concentrations of oxygen. These low concentrations are 
obtained by injecting high velocity fuel and oxidant 



streams through port openings that are spatially sepa- 
rated. 
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Description 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] The invention relates generally to combustion, 
in particular, to post-mix combustion taking place in a 
furnace. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] A number of techniques have been developed 
to reduce the amount of nitrogen oxides (NO x ) gener- 
ated from combustion processes. They include tech- 
niques that employ (a) post-combustion clean-up 
strategies such as selective noncatalytic reduction 
(SNCR) and selective catalytic reduction (SCR); (b) 
modification of operating conditions, for example adjust- 
ments in air/fuel ratios; (c) modifications of burner inter- 
nals, with air staging and fuel staging illustrating this 
type of approach; and (d) modification of the combus- 
tion system, in particular, through the use of flue gas 
recirculation systems. 

[0003] The majority of these techniques have been 
developed in relation to air-based combustion proc- 
esses. As combustion systems that use oxygen or oxy- 
gen-enriched air are being adopted by a number of 
industries, NO x reduction techniques must address 
those aspects in the generation of NO x that are specific 
to oxygen-based combustion processes. 
[0004] It is known that the amount of nitric oxides 
(NOx) produced in combustion increases with tempera- 
ture and with the oxygen and nitrogen concentrations. 
When air is replaced with pure, nearly pure or with oxy- 
gen-enriched air, two competing effects are observed. 
On one hand, the amount of nitrogen available to form 
NO x is lowered; on the other, the flame temperature is 
increased. It must be noted, however, that even when 
the combustion is carried out using technically pure oxy- 
gen (oxygen concentration of 99.5% or higher), nitrogen 
levels in the furnace can be significant due to air infiltra- 
tion through leaks in the furnace, or to using both oxy- 
gen-fired and air-fired burners. 
[0005] One advance in lowering NO x levels generated 
during oxygen-based combustion processes involves 
mixing the oxidant stream with species present in the 
furnace prior to contact with the fuel stream. Although 
NO x reductions obtained by this technique are excel- 
lent, federal and state regulations are placing increas- 
ingly stringent targets for NO x emissions. Accordingly, 
there continues to be a need for combustion processes 
which generate lower and lower NO x levels and are still 
capable of effectively heating industrial furnaces such 
as might be used in glass or steel making. 
[0006] It is an object of this invention to provide a proc- 
ess for manipulating the combustion system in order to 
reduce the generation of NO x . 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0007] The above and other objects, which will 
become apparent to one skilled in the art upon a read- 
5 ing of this disclosure, are attained by the present inven- 
tion which is: 

[0008] A combustion process with reduced generation 
of NO x comprising: 

[0009] A combustion process with reduced generation 
10 of NO x comprising: 

(A) providing a furnace containing furnace gases 
comprising non-reactive species at a temperature 
exceeding 1000 F; 
is (B) providing into the furnace at a fuel injection 
point a fuel stream comprising combustibles and 
having at least one of: (i) a swirl motion (ii) a velocity 
of at least 100 m/s; 

(C) providing into the furnace at an oxidant injection 
20 point spaced from the fuel injection point, an oxi- 
dant stream having an oxygen concentration 
greater than 21 volume percent and having at least 
one of: (i) a swirl motion (ii) a velocity of at least 75 
m/s; 

25 (D) mixing the fuel stream with furnace gases within 
the furnace to produce a fuel reactant having a con- 
centration of combustibles which is not more than 
10 volume percent; 

(E) mixing the oxidant stream with furnace gases 
30 within the furnace to produce an oxidant reactant 

having an oxygen concentration which is not more 
than 1 0 volume percent; and 

(F) reacting the fuel reactant with the oxidant reac- * 
tant. 

35 

[0010] As used herein the term "nitrogen oxides" or 
"NO x " refers in particular to the combined species of 
nitric oxide (NO) and nitrogen dioxide (N0 2 ). 
[001 1 ] As used herein the term "products of combus- 
40 tion" primarily includes carbon dioxide (CO2) and water 
(H 2 0) but may also include nitrogen (N2), carbon mon- 
oxide (CO), oxygen (O2), hydrogen (H2) and hydrocar- 
bons, for example aldehydes. 

[001 2] As used herein, the term "combustibles" refers 
45 to species which, under the conditions present in the 
furnace, are capable of participating in a combustion 
reaction with oxygen. Fuel species injected into the fur- 
nace to carry out the combustion process, for example, 
methane, butane, propane, etc. are the major compo- 
se nents of combustibles; in addition, other species that 
are capable of reacting with oxygen, for example, car- 
bon monoxide (CO) and hydrogen (H2). may be also 
present in the furnace. 

[001 3] As used herein, the term "nonreactive species" 
55 refers to compounds present in the furnace which are 
inert with respect to the combustion reaction taking 
place between combustibles and oxygen. Examples of 
nonreactive species include, for example, H 2 0, C0 2 
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and N 2 . 

[001 4] As used herein the term "furnace gases" refers 
to the gaseous atmosphere present in the furnace. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 5 

[0015] 

Figure 1 is a schematic representation of a furnace 
that can be used to practice the invention. 10 
Figure 2 is a graphical representation of results of 
several tests of the invention. 
Figures 3-5 show concentration measurements for 
various species in the furnace during various tests 
of the invention. is 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

[001 6] The invention is related to post mix combustion 
methods in which fuel and oxidant are injected sepa- 20 
rately into a combustion chamber, for example a fur- 
nace. According to one preferred embodiment of the 
invention, the fuel and the oxidant are provided by 
means other than through conventional post-mix burn- 
ers. 25 
[001 7] In order to initiate the combustion process dis- 
closed herein, the combustion chamber or furnace must 
provide a temperature that is greater than the auto-igni- 
tion temperature of the reactants involved. Generally, 
furnace gases within the furnace must be at a tempera- 30 
ture exceeding 1000 F. For a natural gas and oxygen 
combination, for example, the temperature of the com- 
bustion region must in fact be greater than 1400 F. 
Accordingly, the invention may be practiced in high tem- 
perature industrial furnaces such as glass melting, steel 35 
reheat and others. 

[0018] Although the invention is useful in the context 
of air-based combustion systems, ft is particularly 
advantageous to combustion processes using oxidants 
having an oxygen content higher than that of air. For 40 
example, the invention can be practiced by combusting 
oxygen obtained from cryogenic or non-cryogenic air 
separation sources. It can also be practiced by com- 
busting oxygen-enriched air with an oxygen content 
higher than 21% vol. 45 
[001 9] According to one embodiment of the invention, 
the preferred fuel is gaseous, such as, for example, nat- 
ural gas, methane, propane, butane, coke oven gas, 
other hydrocarbon gases, as well as other suitable gas- 
eous fuels. 50 
[0020] In one preferred embodiment, the fuel and the 
oxidant are close to or at the ambient temperature. 
However, the invention may also be practiced with fuel 
and/or oxidant streams that have temperatures that are 
higher or considerably higher. This is particularly advan- 55 
tageous since conducting oxygen-based combustion 
using preheated oxidant and/or preheated fuel through 
conventional burners is expected to increase the flame 



temperature and thus the NO x emissions. Generally, 
within the constraints of the equipment, process and 
materials used, the fuel and oxygen may be preheated 
to any temperature above ambient. Accordingly, the 
invention can be used to minimize the generation of 
NO x in the context of heat recovery or heat integration 
schemes where the fuel and/or the oxidant streams are 
preheated before they are injected and combusted 
inside the furnace; for example the preheating may be 
by heat exchange with hot flue gases. In such cases, 
preheating of the fuel and oxidant may be modest, for 
example to temperatures of about 400 F for fuel and 
about 200 F for the oxidant; or it may be to higher tem- 
peratures, for example of about 1000 F for the fuel and 
about 1500 F for the oxidant. If needed, even higher oxi- 
dant and fuel temperatures, such as for example about 
2000 F, may be handled by the combustion process 
described herein. 

[0021 ] The invention discloses a combustion process 
aimed at decreasing NO x formation. According to the 
invention, both oxidant and fuel are injected into the fur- 
nace in a manner designed to minimize any combustion 
reactions until the concentration of oxygen and that of 
combustibles have been reduced. In the practice of the 
invention, the combustion reaction is carried out using 
an oxidant reactant having an oxygen concentration 
below 10% by volume and a fuel reactant having a con- 
centration of combustibles below 10% by volume. Pref- 
erably there is employed an oxidant reactant with an 
oxygen concentration below 5% by volume and a fuel 
reactant having a concentration of combustibles below 
5% by volume. Most preferably there is employed an 
oxidant reactant having an oxygen concentration below 
2% by volume and a fuel reactant having a concentra- 
tion of combustibles below 2% by volume. The balance 
species consist primarily of hot nonreactive species; in 
the case of oxygen-fired combustion processes these 
are primarily C0 2 and H 2 0. 

[0022] It was discovered that one of the factors con- 
tributing to obtaining the low concentrations desired 
herein is related to the location of fuel and oxidant injec- 
tion points. The oxidant stream is injected at a point that 
is spaced away from the injection point of the fuel 
stream. Generally, this distance is greater than dis- 
tances that are available using conventional post-mixed 
burners. A number of arrangements can be envisioned, 
with both injection points being on the same furnace 
wall, or on different walls, such as walls adjacent or 
opposite each other. When on the same furnace face or 
wall, the injection points can be spaced from each other 
in any direction, for example, vertically, horizontally or 
diagonally. Several such arrangements may be 
employed in the furnace. In addition, as long as the 
desired concentrations can be obtained, two or more 
oxidant injection points can be provided for one fuel 
injection point; alternatively, two or more fuel injection 
points can be provided for one oxidant injection point. 
[0023] For arrangements where both oxidant and fuel 
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are injected from the same wall, it is a preferred embod- 
iment of the invention to place the injection points at 
least 6 inches (152 mm) apart, as measured from the 
center of the injection points, ft was discovered that 
lower NO x emissions could be obtained by increasing 5 
the separation of the injection points; a spacing of 24 
inches, for example, was found to test very well with 
respect to reducing NO x formation. 
[0024] Providing the necessary spacing between the 
injection points of fuel and oxidant helps to ensure that 10 
the combustion reaction is delayed until mixing furnace 
gases into the fuel stream and, independently, into the 
oxidant steam can lower the concentrations of oxygen 
and of combustibles to the desired levels. 
[0025] Another factor that was cfiscovered to be impor- 15 
tant in achieving the reduced concentrations useful in 
carrying out the invention is related to the entrapment 
characteristics of both fuel and oxidant streams or jets. 
By injecting fuel and oxidant in a manner that enhances 
entrainment of furnace gases into the two separate jets, 20 
the concentrations of oxygen as well as that of combus- 
tibles can be lowered before carrying out the combus- 
tion reaction. Furnace gases contain products of 
combustion (primarily C0 2 and H 2 0), combustibles, 
molecular nitrogen (N2), oxygen (O2) and others. By 25 
injecting both the fuel and the oxidant at high velocities, 
the turbulence of the two streams or jets and the 
entrainment of furnace gases are enhanced. It is 
expected that low NO x emission can be obtained for fuel 
and oxidant Mach numbers between 0.25 and 1.0. For 30 
example, the fuel stream may be injected at velocities 
exceeding 100 meters/second (m/s) and the oxidant 
stream at velocities exceeding 75 m/s. Velocities that 
have been found particularly useful in carrying out the 
invention range from about 1 33 m/s to about 290 m/s for 35 
the fuel jet and from about 200 m/s to about 250 m/s for 
the oxidant jet. 

[0026] Good entrainment of furnace gases into the 
oxidant, fuel, or both may also be obtained by imparting 
an angular or tangential component to the jet flow, such 40 
as, for example, by using a swirl. Techniques for gener- 
ating a swirling fluid flow are known in the art For 
instance, swirl motion may be imparted by placing a plu- 
rality of vanes in the vicinity of the injection point of fuel, 
oxidant or both; for such an arrangement, the degree of 
swirling may be varied by adjusting the angle of the 
vanes. 

[0027] According to one embodiment of the invention, 
both the fuel and the oxidant may have a swirl motion. 
According to another embodiment, only one of the jets 
may have a swirl motion while the other may be injected 
at high velocity, essentially as discussed above. 
[0028] It is believed that by injecting fuel and oxidant 
as described herein, recirculation patterns are estab- 
lished within the furnace and large amounts of nonreac- 
tive species, such as C0 2 , H 2 0 and N 2 are mixed into 
the fuel stream and into the oxidant stream. In addition 
to their role in providing heat for the autoignition of fuel 
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and oxygen, these nonreactive species are believed to 
affect the mechanism of NO x formation. It is believed, 
for example, that the nonreactive species provide a heat 
sink, thereby lowering the flame temperature and there- 
fore the generation of NO x via what is known as the 
thermal (Zeldovich) mechanism. In addition, it is 
believed that lowering the oxygen concentration by mix- 
ing oxidant with furnace gases also favors low NO x gen- 
eration via this mechanism. 

[0029] NO x formation, however, can occur via at least 
two other pathways. The prompt (Fenimore) mechanism 
must be considered under fuel-rich conditions having 
relatively high amounts of CH-containing species; at low 
temperatures and fuel-lean conditions, the importance 
of the rsfeO intermediate mechanism has also been rec- 
ognized. 

[0030] The prompt mechanism can lead to either the 
formation or the destruction of NO x species. Determin- 
ing which chemical route dominates is rendered difficult 
by the complexity of this mechanism. Without wishing to 
be held to any mechanistic interpretation of the inven- 
tion, it is believed that the combustion conditions 
described herein also result in the formation of a fuel 
rich environment and favor a net destruction of NO x . 
[0031 ] Accordingly, carrying out the combustion reac- 
tion using low concentrations of oxygen and combusti- 
bles, coupled with establishing a fuel-rich combustion 
region, appears to favor a reduction in NOx generation. 
[0032] By practicing the invention, the combustion is 
not concentrated in an intense flame at or near the face 
of a post-mix burner but is f lameless and occurs over a 
relatively large volume within the furnace; this contrib- 
utes to a fairly uniform distribution of heat throughout 
the furnace. 

[0033] While previous efforts have focused on com- 
busting a fuel stream with an oxidant having a low oxy- 
gen concentration, the invention disclosed herein 
involves a combustion process where the concentration 
of fuel species and, consequently, that of combustibles 
capable of reacting with the low oxygen concentrations 
are also reduced. In addition, establishing a fuel-rich 
reaction zone favors a decrease in NO x formation. 
Enhancing the entrainment of furnace gases containing 
nonreactive species into both the oxidant and the fuel 
stream as well as injecting the two streams independ- 
ently and at points spatially separated from each other 
contribute to obtaining the conditions desired for carry- 
ing out the combustion reaction. 
[0034] The following examples are presented for illus- 
trative purposes and are not intended to be limiting. 
[0035] Tests were conducted in a cylindrical-shaped, 
cast refractory-lined furnace having an inner diameter 
of 36 in. and an inner length of 126 in. The furnace is 
shown schematically in Figure 1, not drawn to scale: 
1(a) and 1(d) show, respectively, the furnace front and 
rear faces or walls, while 1(b) and 1(c) show, respec- 
tively, a top and side view of the furnace. The front and 
rear faces of the furnace are provided with port open- 
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ings 1 1 . The locations of port openings 1 1 are shown as 
1 F through 8F for port openings on the front face of the 
furnace and as 1 R through 7R for port openings on the 
rear face of the furnace. The side wall of the furnace, 
Figure 1(c) had additional side wall port openings 13. 5 
[0036] Water-cooled lances positioned in port open- 
ings 1 1 were used to inject fuel or oxidant. The typical 
lance orifice diameter was between 0.150 in. and 0.700 
in. and each lance was used for providing either fuel or 
oxidant but not both. Tests were conducted for injection 
arrangements in which fuel and oxidant were introduced 
into the furnace from the same furnace wall or face (co- 
firing) or from opposite furnace walls or faces (opposed- 
firing). 

[0037] The conditions for the tests wef e as follows; the 
furnace wall temperature was maintained constant at 
about 1 370 K (2007 F); the oxygen concentration meas- 
ured in the flue was typically between 2-3% (vol. wet) 
and the firing rate was 185 kW ( -0.6 MMBtu/h). 
[0038] When the oxidant used was pure oxygen, nitro- 
gen could be provided through one or more side port 
openings 13 to simulate air infiltration in a commercial 
furnace or a combustion system using oxygen-enriched 
air. As the nitrogen concentration was varied from 0 to 
77%, the oxidant mass flow was adjusted to ensure that 
the oxygen concentration at the flue was maintained 
between 2 - 3% (vol. wet). The modifications in oxygen 
mass flow were accompanied by changes in the flow 
velocity of the oxygen; as the nitrogen content in the fur- 
nace varied from 0 to 77%, the typical variations in oxy- 
gen flow velocity remained below about 1 5%. 
[0039] A number of co-firing and a number of 
opposed-firing arrangements were tested. Two typical 
cases are illustrated in Figure 2 which is a graphical rep- 
resentation of the NOxpower emission index as a func- 
tion of nitrogen concentration. The power emission 
index is defined as the ratio of the mass of pollutant, 
NO x , emitted to the amount of fuel energy supplied. The 
square symbols represent the results obtained for a co- 
firing arrangement {labeled F6F-01F) in which the fuel 
(in this case natural gas) was injected through port 
opening 6F and the oxidant, in this case technically pure 
oxygen, through port opening 1F. The circle symbols 
represent results obtained with an opposed-firing 
arrangement (labeled F8F-03R) in which fuel (natural 
gas) was injected through port opening 8F and oxidant 
(technically pure oxygen) through port opening 3R. 
[0040] As can be seen from Figure 2, the dependence 
of NO x emissions on furnace nitrogen is linear up to 
nitrogen concentrations of about 55%. For the co-firing 
arrangement and nitrogen concentrations below 55%, 
the NO x emission is lower than 0.005 g/MJ (-10 ppm air 
equiv.@ 3% 0 2 dry). For the opposed-firing arrange- 
ment and nitrogen concentrations below 55%, the NO x 
emission is higher but below 0.012 g/MJ (-24 ppmd air 
equiv. @ 3% 0 2 dry). 

[0041 ] In general, CO emissions observed were below 
35 ppmd for both co-firing and opposed-firing arrange- 



ments. 

[0042] To further evaluate the combustion process 
taking place by practicing the invention, tests were per- 
formed to measure the presence and the in-furnace dis- 
tribution of oxygen, methane and carbon monoxide. 
[0043] For these tests, side port openings 1 3 provided 
access to the furnace interior allowing for the insertion 
of the various probes, sampling or diagnostic instru- 
ments. No nitrogen was supplied to the furnace and the 
temperature was maintained at about 2000 F (1366 K); 
flue oxygen concentrations were maintained between 2- 
3% (vol. wet). 

[0044] Gas samples were extracted from the furnace 
flue via a water-cooled stainless steel probe and a vac- 
uum pump-based sampling system. After the water was 
removed, the sample was analyzed for CO2, CO, NO 
and 0 2 . The molecular weight of N0 2 was used for cal- 
culation of all appropriate emission indices. Water con- 
tent in the sample was calculated from a hydrogen atom 
balance. 

[0045] Gas samples were also extracted from the fur- 
nace interior. Water-cooled, right-angle probes were 
used to extract gas samples from regions within the fuel 
or oxidant jet boundary; water-cooled, straight sampling 
probes were used to extract gas samples from other 
locations in the furnace interior. 
[0046] As shown in Figure 2, somewhat lower NO x 
levels were generated in the furnace descrbed herein 
by co-firing as compared to opposed-firing. Monitoring 
in-furnace species revealed that the two arrangements 
also resulted in different 0 2 , CO and CH 4 distribution 
patterns throughout the furnace. 
[0047] When an opposed-firing arrangement, F6F- 
01 R (fuel and oxidant injected through lances diago- 
nally opposed and placed, respectively, at port open- 
ings 6F and 1R), was tested, in-furnace probing 
revealed an oxygen-rich environment throughout most 
of the furnace volume. In several furnace regions, in 
fact, the 0 2 concentration was higher than the concen- 
tration measured at the flue (2.15 % vol. wet). The 0 2 
concentration in the vicinity of the fuel jet was found to 
be about 5%. 

[0048] CO and CH 4 species were absent throughout 
most of the furnace with measurable levels of these 
species detected only in the furnace plane which con- 
tained the fuel injection point. 
[0049] Figures 3-5 present the results obtained for a 
co-firing arrangement, F6F-01 F, where the fuel and oxi- 
dant were injected through port openings 6F and 1F, 
respectively. The presence of the combustion-relevant 
species is illustrated through contour levels along lower, 
middle and upper planes cut horizontally through the 
furnace. For each furnace plane, the measured concen- 
trations are marked by solid circles along with the meas- 
ured value next to it. Figures 3-5 also show the 
placement of the fuel and oxygen injection points as 
well as the location of the flue. 
[0050] Figure 3 shows that oxygen was absent over a 
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large volume in the furnace; measurable levels of oxy- 
gen were concentrated in the upper plane, with a flue 
oxygen concentration of 2.82% vol. wet. 
[0051] Figure 4 illustrates the presence of CO over 
large regions of the furnace, with particular emphasis in s 
the lower and middle furnace planes. 
[0052] Measurable methane levels were also found 
over a large volume of the furnace as shown in Figure 5. 
[0053] These experiments suggest that an increased 
reduction in NO x can be obtained when, prior to con- io 
ducting the combustion reaction, the mixing of furnace 
gases into the oxidant stream and into the fuel stream 
are maximized, thereby decreasing the concentrations 
of oxygen and combustibles in the oxidant reactant and 
fuel reactant, respectively. is 
[0054] In addition, it is believed that achieving a fuel- 
rich zone containing CH species within the furnace vol- 
ume may contribute to a reduction in NO x formation. 
[0055] Although the invention has been described in 
detail with reference to certain embodiments, it will be 20 
appreciated by those skilled in the art that there are 
other embodiments within the spirit and scope of the 
claims. 

Claims 25 

1. A combustion process with reduced generation of 
NO x comprising: 
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point is spaced away from the fuel injection point by 
at least 6 in. 

4. The process of claim 1 wherein the oxidant injection 
point and the fuel injection point are on different fur- 
nace walls. 

5. The process of claim 1 wherein a plurality of fuel 
streams are injected into the furnace. 

6. The process of claim 1 wherein a plurality of oxi- 
dants streams are injected into the furnace. 

7. The process of claim 1 wherein the fuel stream pro- 
vided into the furnace is preheated to a tempera- 
ture higher than the ambient temperature. 

8. The process of claim 1 wherein the oxidant stream 
provided into the furnace is preheated to a temper- 
ature higher than the ambient temperature. 

9. The process of claim 1 wherein both the fuel stream 
and the oxidant stream have a swirl motion. 

1 0. The process of claim 1 wherein only one of the fuel 
stream and the oxidant stream has a swirl motion. 
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(A) providing a furnace containing furnace 30 
gases comprising non-reactive species at a 
temperature exceeding 1000 F; 

(B) providing into the furnace at a fuel injection 
point a fuel stream comprising combustibles 
and having at least one of: (i) a swirl motion pi) 35 
a velocity of at least 1 00 m/s; 

(C) providing into the furnace at an oxidant 
injection point spaced from the fuel injection 
point, an oxidant stream having an oxygen con- 
centration greater than 21 volume percent and 40 
having at least one of: p) a swirl motion pi) a 
velocity of at least 75 m/s; 

(D) mixing the fuel stream with furnace gases 
within the furnace to produce a fuel reactant 
having a concentration of combustibles which 45 
is not more than 10 volume percent; 

(E) mixing the oxidant stream with furnace 
gases within the furnace to produce an oxidant 
reactant having an oxygen concentration which 

is not more than 1 0 volume percent; and so 

(F) reacting the fuel reactant with the oxidant 
reactant. 



2. The process of claim 1 wherein the oxidant injection 
point is on the same furnace wall as the fuel injec- ss 
tion point. 

3. The process of claim 2 wherein the oxidant injection 
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